The phrase "nature and nurture" in psychiatry evokes the clash of heuristic models, our relentless search for dichotomous variables, and our heritage of Cartesian dualism. In the hands of a thoughtful writer and skilled clinician like Joel Paris, it describes a book about the interaction of predisposition and stress through the humbling lens of evidence.
The phrase "nature and nurture" in psychiatry evokes the clash of heuristic models, our relentless search for dichotomous variables, and our heritage of Cartesian dualism. In the hands of a thoughtful writer and skilled clinician like Joel Paris, it describes a book about the interaction of predisposition and stress through the humbling lens of evidence.
With self-effacing humour, Paris rues the dogmatism of his teaching 25 years ago and wishes he could reconvene the psychiatric residents he taught then to tell them he was wrong-but then concedes that they have probably forgotten what he said anyway! Paris himself describes the purpose of his book as "to provide the reader with a clear and intelligible summary of the predisposition-stress model and to illustrate its application to the understanding of mental disorders." To achieve that end, he reviews the nature-nurture debate historically; describes genetic vulnerability and environmental stress both in general terms and within psychoanalytic theory, social sciences discourse, and general medical theory; addresses the limits to categorical diagnosis and thevalue ofrecognizing a continuum between adaptive and maladaptive behaviours; applies the model to all the major psychiatric disorders; and considers the Can] Psychiatry, Vol 45, September 2000 role of the model in the prevention and treatment of psychiatric disorder. This is an ambitious task-anyone of these chapters could be the subject of a large book. It requires organization, synthesis, and lucidity to integrate them into a single 222-page text (286 pages including references and index). It also requires, to be interesting, a readiness to challenge dogma and admit ignorance. On all these fronts, Paris succeeds.
For example, in his chapter on the role of environmental stressors, Paris clearly restates the model he advocates and announces the conclusions he plans to defend-that resilience rather than mental disorder is the likely outcome of negative experiences in life, that research does not support the primacy of early childhood experience, that environmental stressors have cumulative effects, that the impact of life experiences is mediated through individual factors rather than the Procrustean models so often invoked by our trainees in their formulations of disorder, that illness is not contingent on the degree of environmental stress, and that social stressors are as important as psychological ones. Each conclusion is crisply defended; inevitably, some readers will find it too crisp. For example, the field of sociobiology is summarized in 2 pages. Paris is, however, able to summarize the key features and evidence in a way that provides the unfamiliar reader with an introduction, and the familiar reader with a provocative precis. This is not a book for the reader with a deep interest in a single psychiatric disorder: that reader will be disappointed by its brevity and necessary synthesis. Rather, this book serves well the reader who wishes to tour the applicability of a model and an approach to evidencebased thinking across the major theories and disorders in psychiatry. A multi-661 authored, edited volume on this subject might have provided more detail-but at the cost of a highly readable, integrated, and conceptually clear and expressive approach. It is this approach that gives Paris his expertise as an author, in addition to his specific knowledge in the area ofpersonality disorders. The references, which extend through 1997 (the book was published in 1999) speak to the author's breadth of knowledge.
Paris is not afraid to challenge orthodox views and this willingness to take a measured look at our theoretical and clinical assumptions places him alongside such writers as Herman Van Praag and David Healy. As he had hoped, his book is an excellent re-education for his former students and a model for our current students on integration, interaction, and evidence. It is moderately priced compared with textbooks and has the added advantage of being likely to be read rather than simply shelved. 
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